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Summary

1. CPRE welcomes the development of a draft policy on wind energy by Natural England.  There is an urgent need for such a policy. The conservation of the natural environment and specifically the landscape and wildlife, which are central to Natural England’s statutory purposes, are threatened by the poorly planned and indiscriminate development of wind energy.  The Government’s statutory advisers on the natural environment need to play the leading role in determining the location of wind energy infrastructure, and in doing so, safeguarding valuable landscapes and habitats. Otherwise, there is likely to be widespread and sometimes unnecessary damage and destruction of cherished landscape character and wildlife populations. Wind energy policy urgently needs to be ‘green-proofed’ against destruction of the very environment we are seeking to protect from climate change.
2. CPRE recognises that Natural England should consider, as part of its statutory remit, the serious threats to the natural environment derived from a changing climate induced by man-made carbon emissions.  Clearly, renewable energy will play a part in mitigating the effects of climate change. Wind energy, will, in turn, contribute to the nation’s increased ability to produce energy which does not contribute to the process of climate change.  But the scale of the contribution to global climate stabilisation from English renewable energy will be small in world terms.  The main importance of renewable energy in England is for the nation to set an example for the world to follow. We consider that it is Natural England’s primary responsibility to show how renewable energy and, in this context, wind energy in particular, can make this contribution with least possible damage to other highly valued and significant environmental goods: landscape quality, wildlife habitat and the enjoyment of access to the countryside and coast by everyone.
3. We acknowledge the desirability of a diverse renewable energy sector, and the contribution that wind energy generation can make to this.  Our own branches have indicated their support for wind energy both on- and offshore, where it is productive, located to avoid significant damage to landscape quality or protected habitat, and not injurious to public enjoyment of the countryside.  But the whole of CPRE across the country is united in its concern that Natural England should fulfill its statutory purpose and help prevent, by taking a decisive lead, damaging wind energy proposals.  We have looked for confirmation of this approach in the draft policy and find it unclear in places and unacceptably weak in others.  We have also found important policies in draft which we support.
4. Much of the contextual part of the draft policy is, in our view, deficient in its existing form.  On the other hand, much of the draft policy sets out an important and useful direction for Natural England.  We remain to be convinced that this is the policy of an independent and trenchant champion of the natural environment. Where this appears to be the case in the draft, we warmly welcome it; where this is not the case, we urge substantial change before the final document is published.
Purpose

5. With reference to paragraph 1.3 of the draft, CPRE has welcomed the recognition by Natural England that the location of wind turbines is a issue of great importance which requires careful and comprehensive gathering and interpretation of evidence.  But we have serious concerns over the production of locational guidance maps as proposed.  In our recent discussions with Natural England, we have been aware that the terms of reference for the maps have been confused, with, initially at least, no distinction drawn between a search for sites ‘suitable’ for wind turbines in terms of the cost, efficiency and reliability of energy generation, and a mapping exercise of the sensitivity of landscapes and habitats to the introduction of large scale industrial infrastructure.
6. We regret the lack of consultation with CPRE national office in this regard, despite our consistent offer of support for Natural England in this difficult task. Our offer stands and we regard meaningful consultation with CPRE over the mapping project to be vital if this is to be a useful exercise in the longer term.

7. Whatever the final merits or shortcomings of a locational mapping project by Natural England, CPRE emphasises the continuing central importance of the planning system and planning policy in deciding the scale and location of onshore wind infrastructure.  Planning Policy Statements 1, 7 and 22 are where national planning policy is set out, and we urge Natural England to give overwhelming weight to this existing policy framework and to continue to emphasise this to Government and developers.  It is vital that any new National Policy Statement on renewable energy does not undermine the core principles of existing policy, particularly with respect to protected landscapes and habitats.   Any mapping project should not confuse the core message of the primacy of established planning policy. Any other outcome is likely seriously to undermine the credibility of the planning process, Natural England’s stature and public consensus on the development of renewable energy.
Summary of context 

8. There is consensus across CPRE branches which National Office shares, that some of the contextual information presented in the draft policy is neither consistent nor accurate.  Our Suffolk branch observed that there is little in the document addressing ‘how wind energy fits within overall energy management, conservation and generation’.  We suggest that if a contextual section of the paper is to be included, it should be comprehensive and more thoroughly referenced.  

9. The paper veers from considering impacts on the ‘natural environment’ to impacts on the ‘wider environment’.  We suggest that Natural England should focus its attention on impacts on those subjects explicitly within its statutory purposes:  the conservation of wildlife, landscape and the promotion of access to and enjoyment of the natural environment by people.
10. CPRE is also concerned at the lack of importance attached in the document to reducing demand and reducing actual carbon emissions, rather than increasing actual power generation. Our East Midlands regional group urge that Natural England push far harder to work towards reduced energy use and actual carbon reductions as part of the organisation’s contribution to conserving the natural environment by addressing climate change.  CPRE challenges Natural England to clarify whether its central objective with its wind energy policy is to increase installed capacity or reduce carbon emissions.  We would not consider the former objective to be within the remit of Natural England’s statutory purpose.
Natural England’s wind energy policy

Annex One: Draft Policy

Context

11. While the United Kingdom does have a superior wind resource, this resource is mainly found outside England. A Natural England draft policy document, which has explicitly English terms of reference, is thus misleading where it fails to make a distinction between what is true for the United Kingdom and what is true for England. The elision of Scottish and Welsh wind energy resources with those of England is a major error in the paper.
12. The paper asserts that there is ‘2.4 gigawatts of generating capacity’. Again, this is a misleading statement as this figure refers to installed capacity not the amount of energy that can be expected, planned for or relied upon in the future. 
13. The further assertion that this ‘generating capacity’ (actually installed capacity) saves 5.5 million tonnes of CO2 each year, is also a highly questionable aspect of the draft paper.  The calculation is based on a 30% load factor. This figure is not actually achieved in the United Kingdom and is very far from the case in England.  Moreover, this calculation also assumes a coal displacement saving of 0.86 tonnes per MW hour of wind energy.  This is contrary to the Government’s recommendation of a grid average of 0.43 tonnes per MW hour of wind energy.
14. Presumably, these figures are included in the draft policy in order to illustrate the power of the case for seeking to generate much more wind energy, both on- and offshore.  The credibility of the draft paper is undermined by these inaccuracies and non-sequiturs. It is not in the interests of a credible case for wind power, let alone the careful planning of its location and scale, for the draft paper’s credibility to be so compromised.
15. CPRE suggests that Natural England should rely on independent statistics, rather than those of any specific interest group, such as the developers’ trade organisation, the British Wind Energy Association. 
16. Although CPRE is very familiar with the argument that onshore wind is more viable at present than other renewable energy technologies, we question the assertion made that onshore wind is ‘commercially viable’.  The vital importance of the Renewables Obligation remains.  Because most wind energy installation still relies on tax payers’ subsidy, the public interest in wind energy (and indeed all energy generating technology which similarly requires subsidy to be attractive to developers) is greater than that for unsubsidised energy generation.  We suggest that Natural England should place greater emphasis on the obligation for tax payers’ money to be spent on renewable energy with due regard for all public interests affected by this process, and not only the meeting of Government targets for energy generation.
Policies
1.  We believe that wind energy developments, appropriately sited, play an important part in a lower carbon, more efficient and sustainable energy system, that is required in the UK to address the impacts of climate change
17. The assertion that wind turbines have a long term benefit for the natural environment through their contribution to climate stabilisation is fraught with qualifications and potential flaws.  The benefits for the natural environment will only be realised if the generation of energy by wind power actually contributes to a reduction in fossil fuel energy use.  Nowhere in the draft policy is there an attempt to secure certainty of carbon reduction with the installation of wind turbines. This is surely the key issue for Natural England as well as CPRE and others. This issue needs to be addressed head on, rather than avoided.  There is also no doubt that wind turbines have considerable ‘negative impact’ through their installation and operation, in terms of their huge visual intrusion, noise, and potential to kill wildlife through impact and localised air pressure effects.
18. If this and successor governments are to take the generation of renewable energy seriously, as they should, the locations of wind turbines will entail long term changes to the landscape. We and following generations of people will have to live with the decisions made over the next twenty years or more.  The quality of the decision making process on the location and scale of wind energy infrastructure is thus of paramount importance in determining the long term quality of landscapes and viability of habitats. 
19. In this context, we urge Natural England to recognise the legitimacy of human timescales in considering the value of landscape and habitat.  Inter-generational consent will be important if we are to sustain a drive towards a low carbon economy.
20. CPRE also notes the proposed EU target for renewable energy generation.  Given the importance of meeting this target, the highest productivity of all renewable energy infrastructure installed between now and the target deadline will be vital.  We suggest the deployment of wind turbines should be influenced by the need to maximise the effectiveness of the investment.  This will, on occasion, be in conflict with landscape and habitat objectives, but should also suggest the value of concentrating on off-shore installation wherever possible. Although off-shore installation has its own significant challenges, one significant benefit would be a reduction in landscape damage for limited and more intermittent energy generation in return.
2. We believe that Government needs to undertake a strategic assessment of the UK’s energy requirements and renewable energy generating potential, including that for wind energy, taking full account of the impacts on the natural environment and the spatial components of capacity and demand in different parts of the UK
21. CPRE supports Natural England in their call for such a strategic assessment.  This should underpin the preparation of any National Policy Statement on renewable energy.  We are concerned that the preparation of a contribution by Natural England to any National Policy Statement on renewable energy does not feature in the draft policy.  We suggest that it will be vital that the terms of reference of any environmental assessment give full weight to landscape and habitat considerations.  We agree that judgement of the cumulative impacts of wind turbines and the weighing of alternative ways of meeting EU or government targets can only be well informed if such a strategic assessment is undertaken.  The contribution of all means of reducing carbon emissions should be included within the final assessment document in order that the effectiveness and thus the acceptable level of damage caused by wind energy infrastructure can be properly assessed.
3.  We believe that wind energy developments both on and offshore, together with their ancillary infrastructure, can have impacts upon the biodiversity, geodiversity, landscape and seascape character, historic features, soils, water resources, access and recreation and other components of the terrestrial and marine environment. The potential reversibility and significance of those impacts will vary from place to place.

22. CPRE warmly welcomes the explicit recognition in the draft policy of the damage that can be wrought upon the natural and semi-natural environment.  But this statement does not indicate any intended position or direction in response to this acknowledgement.  In the case of landscapes and seascapes, this observation verges on being a truism, while in the case of biodiversity and water resources the evidence is still being assembled.  The recent legal case establishing the effect on private property values of wind turbines supports Natural England’s position. 
23. In the case of landscape, one vital consideration which is not yet evident in the draft policy is the huge scale of individual turbine structures and the powerful and far-reaching visibility of towers and rotating blades. There is no precedent for this combination of animation and scale, specially when combined with the need for location where the wind speed is as substantial and consistent as possible. The boundaries of landscape character areas, and particularly of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, National Parks and Heritage Coasts, were drawn without reference to this relatively recent phenomenon. Government policy is clear on the need for all authorities to have regard for the effect on the purposes of designation of developments outside designated areas.  This has been explicitly set out in Section 62 of the Environment Act, 1995 and in Section 85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act, 2000.
24. CPRE urges Natural England to be accurate and realistic about the very substantial impact of wind energy infrastructure on landscapes ands seascapes, even some considerable distance from the boundaries of designated landscapes.  We ask Natural England to respond effectively and in full regard for their statutory purposes in the final version of this policy. We recognise that this request may be met in part by the mapping project if the terms of reference are sound.
25. We support the recognition of the need to identify the significance of these impacts.  We would add that the cumulative effect of turbine installation in a landscape should also be carefully considered. CPRE considers that there are some landscapes whose character and importance requires their complete protection from wind turbines of any scale, save those within the same dimensions as prevailing built structures.  Other landscape may be able to accommodate large numbers of turbines.  What should be avoided above all is the scattering of some turbines across all landscapes, which will have the effect of diminishing the scale and subtlety of landscape variation everywhere. 
26. CPRE is sceptical about the value of considering reversibility in the case of landscape and seascape impacts given current conditions. As we have stated above, most wind turbine installation should, at present, be considered effectively permanent.  There is some evidence that older wind turbines are already being replaced with newer and much larger structures before they become obsolescent.  It is also highly unlikely that owners of wind turbines will accept the 20 to 25 year life span of their equipment as the limit of the opportunity to generate energy. More importantly, it will be vital that the scale of renewable energy generation is not reduced in the future.  This is not to say that much greater attention should be paid to the promotion of remedial action post-redundancy.  But as there is little current prospect of ‘swapping’ sites at the end of the life span of most turbine equipment, it is prudent to regard installation of wind turbines, or at least  the sites of installation, as effectively permanent in human terms. This consideration lends further weight to the view that the process of decision making on the siting of wind turbines cannot shelter behind the notion of their temporary quality lasting for only one generation.

4. We believe that wind energy developments should be of an appropriate height, form and scale and should be guided towards locations that minimise irreversible impacts on the natural environment.

27. CPRE supports this policy statement as far as it goes. But it is severely lacking in clarity or substance.  We observe that the appropriate height and scale of a wind turbine or group of turbines could be defined as being no higher than the prevailing height of all other landscape features: trees, buildings and other existing structures. Although this approach might legitimise higher and wider turbines in places where large scale industrial structures already exist (pylons; refineries; communications masts), it would preclude conventional 1MW turbines from most landscapes. Although this might be welcome, it is so unlikely as not to be worth consideration. CPRE is not clear what the word ‘appropriate’ means and therefore we are unable to have confidence in this part of the draft policy.  Nonetheless, the intention of the statement is welcome insofar as it recognises the urgent need to protect landscapes from the very real threat of domination by animate structures far larger than anything else in the landscape.

28. Irreversibility is probably a more useful concept in the case of biodiversity, water quality and carbon release through construction of wind farms. In the case of these factors, irreversibility will be an important part of judging whether construction should take place or not. CPRE would also observe that even if the superstructure of a turbine is removed, the substantial footings ands below ground construction represent a degradation of previously semi-natural places. Natural England should study carefully the patchy post war experience of  the Ministry of War (now the MoD)  in returning former airfields to agriculture, a project on a similar scale to the decommissioning of large numbers of wind turbines, their access roads and associated infrastructure.
29. The landscapes which should be protected in the way indicated in this draft policy statement should include AONBs, National Parks, Heritage Coasts, Conservation Areas, World Heritage Sites, and with a lower level of protection locally designated landscapes or those landscape character areas regarded as being vulnerable or sensitive to wind turbine development in criteria-based policies.

30. CPRE strongly supports the concept in the draft policy that areas yet to be designated should also be considered as requiring special consideration.  We hope that Natural England would include any area which is a candidate for the extension of a National Park, AONB, Heritage Coast or a Conservation Area or a candidate World Heritage Site.
5. We believe that there is a need to improve the quality and consistency of environmental assessments for wind energy proposals and to improve assessments that inform regional targets for wind development
31. We support this proposal.  CPRE observes that the quality of assessments has hitherto been variable.  The quantity and quality of information provided in assessments can play a key role in the speed with which decisions can be made.  Vital aspects of successful environmental assessments include effective and thorough pre-application consultation, adequate data and clear and high standards of survey requirements.  Our South West regional group observed that often applications are delayed through the inadequacy of the developer’s environmental assessments. An area of information which we have noted is sometimes absent is the question of the mounting of lights on turbines.
32. CPRE would also observe that there is an urgent need for consistency and higher quality in the responses and advice given by Natural England’s own staff. CPRE National Office has raised this question repeatedly over the last year and a half.  Several of our branches have presented us with clear evidence that landscape considerations, in particular, have been ignored or seriously underplayed.  There is clear evidence that Natural England staff have accepted developer environmental assessments at face value, even when the local authority has commissioned its own assessment work to probe the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the developer’s documentation.  Natural England’s policy needs an unequivocal commitment to a high quality of understanding and analysis of the landscape issues surrounding all applications.  The standard applied should be no lower than that achieved for considering biodiversity implications of applications.
33. CPRE also supports the observations in the draft policies concerning the quality and thoroughness of regional energy strategies.
6.  We believe that wind energy proposals should be appraised on a case by case basis with thorough consideration of their individual and cumulative impacts on the natural environment, underpinned with sound evidence and appropriate monitoring to inform better decision making.

34. CPRE strongly supports the insight shown in this policy statement. It is difficult to reconcile entirely this approach with the mapping exercise. The cumulative impact of development is a very important consideration.  But critically, this consideration needs to be prominent when the first wind farm development in an area is made.   There is mounting evidence that the existence of one wind development, or even a granted permission before construction has begun, can influence local authorities to allow later applications because they regard one successful application as setting an unstoppable precedent. A good example of this is the recent series of developments in the area of Northumberland between the Northumberland Coast AONB and the nearby National Park.
7.  All scales of wind energy generation can contribute to mitigating the causes of climate change. Microgeneration has an important role to play, particularly in those areas where opportunities for larger scale development are more limited.

35. We welcome this statement if we correctly understand it to be addressing the role of renewable energy in or near designated landscapes or locally designated landscapes. But we do not accept the general assertion that ‘it is important that all sectors of the economy and society, including communities within our most valued landscapes…are able to contribute to the mitigating [of] the causes of climate change’.  No such unconditional statement should be made in a policy document which has to be applied to the entire variety of circumstances which will be encountered by Natural England. In no other field is there such a general assertion that universal contribution is virtuous.  The assertion also runs the risk that resources are devoted to schemes which do not yield viable quantities of power to justify their cost, when it is urgent that investment in renewable energy is as effective and productive as possible.
Annex Two: Delivery

36. This annex fails to give any explicit commitment to the protection of landscape quality and as such is entirely inadequate.  Furthermore, there is no statement in the annex that applications for wind turbine construction will ever be opposed. This is not a credible position for a statutory organisation which is charged with protecting the nation’s biodiversity and landscape.  
37. Although the statement commits Natural England to work in partnership with the wind energy sector, it is silent on any commitment to work with those whose purpose is to protect wildlife, access and landscape quality.  Without such an unequivocal commitment to the conservation movement, Natural England appears to be severely weighted in favour of its commitment to the wind industry.  This is nowhere within the organisation’s statutory remit, while protection of the natural environment is axiomatic to Natural England’s existence.  CPRE is concerned that Natural England risks portraying itself as a partner with private business, rather than an even-handed and unbiased non-departmental public body.  Nowhere within Natural England’s statutory purposes is there a commitment to ‘help deliver the Government’s renewable energy … targets’.  We strongly urge that this commitment is removed from the policy.  Such a policy commitment would set Natural England in conflict with itself if it ever was minded to object to a wind farm application.

Onshore wind energy
38. We warmly welcome Natural England’s commitment to work within the plan-led approach and to pay particular attention to applications within and near designated landscapes.  But CPRE is unclear exactly what is mean by ‘ensuring that the implications of wind energy proposals…are appropriately understood’.  We strongly urge that there should be a clear and unequivocal presumption against development in or near designated landscapes or habitats. It is not for Natural England to hold the ring between developers and those opposed to development as a neutral party, but to be a trenchant champion of the natural environment in all circumstances.
Offshore wind energy
39. CPRE strongly supports Natural England in understanding and promoting the importance of seascapes further and in promoting this work to government, the Crown Estate and others.  We suggest that the study of wind energy policy in relation to seascapes in the Netherlands might offer high quality insight into the cultural importance of seascapes and their protection in relation to wind turbines.
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